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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to “In Wisconsin.”  I’m Patty Loew.  This week, find out what drastic action the people of Gresham took when faced with a proposal to close the doors of their school forever.  Learn why the state stocks non-native fish in the Great Lakes and how that affects the native lake trout.  Hop aboard a craft that brings you the culture of the Far East married with the whacky spirit of Wisconsin.  And watch as a 600-year-old Japanese sword-fighting tradition comes to life in Wisconsin.  

Loew:

School budget short falls have led to many searches for solutions.  We’ve heard about curriculum cutbacks, increased fees for athletic and music programs, and proposals to consolidate rural districts.  But reporter Art Hackett found that the community of Gresham made a very different choice when faced with a tight school district budget, a choice that is making history.  

Art Hackett:

Even though there are only about 300 students, there’s a lot going on at the Gresham Community School.  Students sing, play in the band, and study chemistry.  Students bisect angles.  Meanwhile, their parents bisect the school district.  

Pat Dwyer:

We are makes history as we speak.  

Hackett:

Gresham is making history because in Wisconsin school districts do not divide.  They consolidate.  

Dale Knapp:

There’s a good reason for it.  State law is not written for districts to split.  They were written for consolidation.  So, it’s financially difficult to do this.  

Hackett:

Gresham, it turns out, is home to someone who knows a lot about the history of public education in Wisconsin.  

Herbert Grover:

Well, at one time in Wisconsin we had 7,000 school districts.  Every two miles you had to have an elementary, so kids could walk to it.  

Hackett:

Herbert Grover was State Superintendent of Public Instruction from 1981 to 1993.  Prior to that, he was a local school administrator and a state legislator.  

Grover:

We’re trying to create a K-12 structure and there was incentive in the formula way back in the Gaylord Nelson -  Mel Laird days to cause these schools to consolidate.  We’ve got under 500 school districts now.  

Hackett:

Grover says that’s why, in 1950, the Gresham district consolidated with Shawano, creating the Shawano-Gresham school district.  

Grover:

The idea being that they could offer a more comprehensive, cost effective program.  

Hackett:

There was one district, the separate schools remained.  From time to time, the school board talked about closing Gresham.  

Diane Hoffman:

I can’t count how many times I.  I would have to say three or four times from the ‘70s until now.  It’s been a discussion as to whether or not to maintain that school.  

Hackett:

In 2005, the Shawano-Gresham district faced a budget crisis, the possibility of closing part of the Gresham school came up again.  

Hoffman:

I think at the time the media projected a $600,000 deficit.  So, one of the talks was possibly we could save $400,000 if Gresham school -- it was talk just of the high school portion of it being closed down.  

Hackett:

Gresham High students would move to the larger, newer Shawano High School about 13 miles up Highway 29.  This time, the residents of Gresham hashing over the issue over hash browns at the Whistle Stop Cafe had heard enough.  

Dennis Ready:

Mostly what people felt in Gresham over the years, was we never got our fair share of taxation back for what we paid.  

Richard Miller:

I went to Gresham.  I graduated in ‘91, you know.  I thought it was a good school, you know, smaller classes sometimes allow for better students to emerge.  But in the opposite end of it, if you don’t have the funds, you don’t really have the curriculum that a school like Shawano would have.  

Ready:

If we didn’t have our school here in Gresham, it would be a long transportation thing to get these kids over to Shawano.  

Hackett:

So the people of Gresham began to think the unthinkable, making two districts out of one.  

Ready:

People were gung-ho.  We formed a steering committee and I’ll tell you, I went to a lot of the meetings.  And I’ll tell you, it was just about 100%.  Let’s give it a shot, you know.  

Hackett:

The Shawano-Gresham district hired the Wisconsin taxpayers alliance to study the economics.  Alliance analyst Dale Knapp said Gresham had an advantage over other districts which had considered splitting.  

Dale Knapp:

They have a K-12 building, which played to their advantage.  So there wasn’t any building cost associated.  

Hackett:

But the Alliance’s report warned that the state school aid formula would potentially punish the new district.  

Knapp:

They’re coming from the Shawano-Gresham district, which a low revenue, low spending district.  

Hackett:

Under state spending caps, a district that starts low stays low.  Because the new Gresham district will be small, with only about 325 students, Knapp says the new district will have to keep costs lower than average for a district of that size.  

Knapp:

If they’re able to do that, then the tax implications are fairly reasonable, that, you know, there’s not going to be much of a difference.  If, however, they’re going to end up being more like similar sized districts, they’re going to have to pass referenda to exceed the revenue caps, which is going to add to the tax burden.  And they may end up paying $300 to $400 more in school taxes than if they were part of Shawano-Gresham.  

Hackett:

The split was put before the voters last fall.  

Were people afraid if they didn’t pass the referendum, the school would wind up closing?  

Ready:

Oh, yeah.  They almost guaranteed us they would close it.  

Hackett:

Hans Rahmlow was among those who voted against the split.  

Hans Rahmlow:

Because Dan talked me into it.  He said the taxes would go way up.  They won’t have enough money.  And the wife was for it, for the sports for the kids.  If they go to Shawano school, they wouldn’t have a chance to play like they have here.  

Miller:

The thing about this area and the village and its people, is that they’ve always been strong behind their kids and their school and their community.  That’s tough to bring down.  People would have to really -- taxpayers would have to really jump up in order for the people to be so unhappy to really move from the area.  As long as there’s a school, I think Gresham will always survive.  

Hackett:

Gary Olsen led the committee in support of a yes vote.  

Gary Olsen:

We told them we probably will have to raise taxes.  Then comes the question would you rather have your taxes raise up and keep a school here, or would you rather have your taxes raise up to build a new school in Shawano?  Because they are getting close to needing a new elementary school.  We know that that’s coming.  

Dwyer:

I think it was like a 83% that the referendum passed, so that shows it’s a decision that a large population of the people wanted to happen for their kids in this school.  

Hackett:

Former state superintendent Bert Grover wouldn’t say how he voted, but he did say he is concerned about the viability of a small district in today’s political and educational environment.  

Grover:

The people in Gresham are really engaged in the school activities and there’s a great parental participation.  Those are positives.  The question of whether or not you can get the academic competition, and the range of curriculum, and still be cost efficient is something that the local voters are going to have to decide.  

Olsen:

Sometimes you have to swim up against that current for something that’s worth it.  And with our school, you look at what the property values are, and that, and what this community would be.  

Man:

The first item is appointment of board officers.  

Hackett:

The first independent school board to meet in Gresham since 1950 held its first meeting last month.  They’re faced with hiring teachers and other staff, contracting for buses and all the other duties previously handled by the larger combined district.  Gary Olsen is trying to see the bright side of so much work.  

Olsen:

This is our chance to build something.  You know how many times you’ve heard people say, look, if we could build a school from scratch, there’s things that we would do differently.  This is our chance to do it.  

Loew:

Gresham’s move to split is being watched by other communities around the state, including people in the Racine County community of Caledonia.  Caledonia is exploring the possibility of separating from the Racine Unified School District.  

Loew:

At one time, Lake Michigan had the largest lake trout population in the world.  Only to have that population become extinct by the 1960s.  Since then, wildlife agencies have been trying to restore this native species without success, even as nonnative species have flourished.  But as producer Liz Koerner tells us, the fight to bring back lake trout isn’t over.  

Liz Koerner:

If you’re old enough, you might remember sitting down to a meal of fresh wild lake trout caught in Lake Michigan.  At one time, Lake Michigan had the largest lake trout population in the world.  But by the 1950s, they were virtually extinct.  Most experts believe that commercial fishermen put a huge dent in the lake trout population.  And invasive species called sea lamprey killed off the rest.  Since that time, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service have been trying to kill the sea lamprey and restore native lake trout to Lake Michigan.  

Charles Bronte:

Lake trout stacking began in the early 1960s.  There was some stocking going on before that.  But in earnest it was started in the 1960s and has increased to about 2.5 million fish introduced every year.  

Koerner:

But stocking lake trout in Lake Michigan was meant to be a stopgap.  The goal was to get lake trout to reproduce naturally in the wild.  

Bronte:

We have not had sustained, natural reproduction at a high enough rate to actually discontinue the stocking of lake trout.  

Koerner:

According to Bronte, invasive species in Lake Michigan are part of the problem.  He says sea lamprey was the first, but alewife, another invasive species, may also be hampering lake trout reintroduction efforts.  

Bronte:

Alewife contain an enzyme called thiaminase.  

Koerner:

So when lake trout eat alewives, the trout produce eggs with a vitamin deficiency.  Because of this vitamin deficiency, trout offspring die at a young age.  

Bronte:

We feel that this early mortality syndrome, as it’s called, is actually one of the factors that’s preventing lake trout from reproducing in Lake Michigan.  

Koerner:

Alewives swam onto the scene in the 1950s and quickly grew out of control.  Commercial fishermen Gary Seger from Sheboygan remembers.  

Gary Seger:

There used to be a trawl.  They would drop their net at the 8th street bridge.  By the time they got to the Coast Guard station, they had 40,000 pounds of alewives.  They would do this twice a day.  

Oerner:

To knock down alewife numbers in the 1960s, the DNR in Michigan and Wisconsin began a highly unusual experiment.  They introduced another nonnative species to Lake Michigan to eat the alewives, pacific salmon.  

William Horns:

Initial objectives were to reduce the alewife population, to allow, we hoped, some of the native fish that had been affected to recover.  

Koerner:

Since salmon were released in Lake Michigan, salmon fishing has become a very popular sport.  According to the DNR, the lure of pulling in a big salmon attracted some 200,000 fisherman in 2005.  

Mike Rusch:

What I enjoy the most is hooking into something that when you hold onto the rod and it peels out 100 yards of line off your reel just screaming, these fish are extremely powerful.  

Koerner:

Sport fishing for salmon has also proven very profitable.  The most recent survey done in 2001 by the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service showed retail sales to fishermen add up to almost $62 million.  Because salmon eat them, alewives have gone from trash to treasure.  

Horns:

We don’t want to deplete these alewives now to the point where the fishery would collapse.  

Koerner:

The salmon fishery relies on a steady diet of the invasive alewives.  It’s the same diet of alewives that hampered efforts to introduce lake trout in Lake Michigan.  

Horns:

Another thing about alewives, they are actually known to prey on lake trout --

Koerner:

But Bronte says alewife is not the number one killer of lake trout.  

Bronte:

The most important mortality source now is sea lamprey.  

Koerner:

Starting in the 1950s, the Fish and Wildlife Service reduced the number of sea lamprey with barriers and poison.  But during the last decade, the lamprey population has been on the rise.  Recently the Fish and Wildlife Service has found out why.  The problem is in the Manistique River in Michigan, where a very old, privately owned dam is riddled with cracks.  

Bronte:

There were millions of larval lamprey above the dam on the Manistique River.  

Koerner:

The solution is to clog the dam and put poison in the river.  But because so many lamprey have already entered the lake, reducing the population will take years.  

Bronte:

There has been two treatments of the Manistique and there’s another scheduled for this year, and possibly the following year.  If we can get those populations under control, we could have a release from this additional sea lamprey mortality.  

Koerner:

But killing sea lamprey isn’t the only plan of attack to restore lake trout.  The Fish and Wildlife Service and other agencies like the DNR are fine-tuning a lake trout restoration plan.  The key to the plan is a pair of deepwater refuges, historic spawning grounds for lake trout.  One is in the northern part of Lake Michigan.  The other is off the shore of Milwaukee.  The science behind this plan shows that stocking the two refuges with large numbers of lake trout instead of spreading them throughout the lake as they have been doing, will help the trout survive long enough to breed in the wild.  

Bronte:

It also gets the fish offshore, where they’re protected from fishing and sea lamprey mortality and you develop a local predation effect that could reduce the number of alewives in that area locally.  

Koerner:

Bronte says the plan might give lake trout a fighting chance.  

Loew:

While efforts are ongoing to restore native lake trout to Lake Michigan, the multi-agency effort on Lake Superior has been successful.  Chuck Bronte from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service tells us that lake trout never went extinct in this larger, deeper lake.  Also, alewives were never able to get firmly established.  So once exotic species like the sea lamprey were reduced and remaining fisheries halted, wild populations of lake trout were able to again successfully reproduce.  Once they came back in large enough numbers, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service was able to discontinue stocking in Lake Superior in the mid 1990s.  Bronte calls this one of the unsung success stories in the Great Lakes.  

Loew:

As summer approaches, it’s time to turn up the heat on the cultural stew that is Wisconsin.  Whether it’s a Scandinavian fish boil or a Cinquo de Mayo celebration, we like to get together.  And the new ethic tradition, well, that’s just another reason to join forces and have fun.  Jo Garrett reports on a new sport with an ancient tradition that has recently invaded Wisconsin shores.  

JoAnne Garrett:

This is the Harbor of Racine, near Lake Michigan.  Various boats ply its lovely waters, waters first plied by European explorers, Frenchmen La Salle and Lieutenant Tonti in 1647. 

In July, Racine shores are invaded by another group of adventurers in boats.  Dragon boat racers.  It’s a new cultural tradition in Racine.  Put down the kringle.  Pick up a canoe paddle.  Wedge a lot of people into a small, skinny canoe.  Instant fun.  

Man:

Dragon Boat Festival is a sprint race, 400 meters.  

Garrett:

Rick, the event coordinator.  

Rick:

You’ve got 40-foot long canoes.  They’re dragon boats.  You have 20 paddlers in each boat, along with a drummer and a steer person.  

Garrett:

Dragon Boat races were first introduced more than 2500 years ago in china, 50 million in that country still participate every year.  And the sport is growing rapidly around the world.  Today there are dragon boat races in over 60 different countries.  

Rick:

The object is to race against time.  You run two heat races, morning and afternoon, and that determines your time for trophy races at the end of the day.  

Garrett:

It’s a sport that requires tenacity.  

Man:

So once you start paddling, keep paddling, okay?  If three or four people on one side go whoo-whee, everybody is going to get really wet.  

Garrett:

It’s a sport that requires teamwork.  

Rick:

But the key to really being successful with 20 paddlers, they need to work in unison.  The teams in sync as best as possible are going to win races.  

Man:

It’s a little choppy out there, but our team was together.  Perfect.  Perfect.  

Garrett:

Racine’s dragon boat races are sponsored by the local rotary.  And the teams are drawn from businesses, schools, non-profits and churches all over the city.  

Teammates:

Insinkerator.  

We were in sync.  

It’s sync or swim.  

Woman:

Making waves! Angels making waves.  

Garrett:

The teams may rely on some traditions, particular to Wisconsin, to ready themselves for this rigorous event.  

How did you prepare for this race?  

Man:

Drink a lot of beer.  

Garrett:

In truth, all the teams had the opportunity over two days to train.  It’s needed to pull the team together.  

Man:

It’s hard to work together.  That’s the whole key to the thing, working together.   It’s a long two minutes.  

Garrett:

Two minutes to run the race, but it can be an unpredictable time.  These people sank.  But despite the dunking, they had a great time and the results are great for the city of Racine.  

Man:

We have a beautiful lakefront and we use it.  That’s what we like about it.  

Garrett:

But what’s the deal with the dragon?  What’s the story there?  

What can you tell me about the legend of the dragon?  

Man:

I can’t.  

Man:

Thousands of years old.  Tradition.  Ancient Chinese secret.  

Garrett:

What’s the deal with the dragon?  

Woman:

It’s part of the whole dragon boat.  It originated I believe in Taiwan hundreds of years ago?  I don’t know.  Thousands of years ago?  I don’t know.  A long time ago.  

Garrett:

Nice try.  Not even close.  

Woman:

Some emperor swam out to drown himself.  The village people got in boats and went to save him.  

Garrett:

Well, close, but not quite.  The watery legend of the dragon boats centers on one of China’s most beloved poets, a great patriot and advisor to the king.  His advice was rebuffed and he was banished by the king.  In exile and desperate over the hard times that descended over his homeland, in 278 BC he threw himself into the waters of the Mi Lo River.  So beloved was he, the fishermen raced out in their long boats, beat the water with their oars and threw rice to keep the fish from eating his body.  In china, the dragon boat races are held on the day of his death as they have been for 2,500 years.  Dragons are a symbol of good luck in china and luck held for a while.  

Man:

It’s very windy, so it’s very hard for these steers people to steer these boats.  Very difficult.  

Garrett:

But as the day went on, the winds grew.  Boats took on water and tipped.  

Man:

We are clearing the course right now.  Thankfully, nobody is injured.  And it looks like they’re enjoying a little bit of a swim.  

Garrett:

And just as we positioned ourselves amid the audience on a hill to get that wide shot of the races, they called it.  

Man:

And the wind has been picking up.  It is the decision of the judges to call the races for the remainder of the day.  

Garrett:

The dragon boat races in Racine may not have had a wow finish, but take it from these guys.  There was a lot of wow along the way.  

Woman:

Because it’s so fun.  You get so much adrenaline and excitement from it.  It’s unbelievable.  

Woman:

It’s exhausting, but it’s worth it.  A lot of fun.  

Loew:

This summer’s dragon boat race in Racine happens July 13 and 14.  You can find more information and if you’re feeling adventurous, registration forms, on our Web site at www.wpt.org/inwisconsin  

We leave you this week with another taste of the far east.  Freelance producer Alex Andre brings us a look at a 600-year-old sword fighting tradition called kitaro shinto-ryu.  It’s considered the oldest fighting style in japan.  Enjoy, and for “In Wisconsin,” I’m Patty Loew.  See you next time.  
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